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The Well-Stocked Bookshelf:
Must Reads!
BY

ED SPICER

Perhaps one of the main benefits of serving on the Notable Children's Book committee is the absolute requirement that one read all sorts of genres and all sorts of formats, that span a wide range of ages and interests. In
this review, we have several books that are certain to reach a wide audience whether the review appears here
or not (Mockingjay and Forge). Readers will also find reviews in here of books that require persistence and
searching. We have books about social problems in Burma, the Lakota people, a Chicago gang member, twin
sisters who are different races, the Salem Witch Trials, and bats. We have picture books, poetry, science fiction,
historical thrillers, horror, rip roaring adventure, sophisticated character studies. We even have a book (Finding
Family) in which the author's photos become characters in the novel. We go to Cuba. We go to Mars. We weep
and we laugh and we sit lost in thought long after the last page is turned. No matter who the student is, no
matter how reluctant the reader, there is a book in this article for just that student. Most of all we have some of
the best books published this year. Enjoy!

Perkins, Mitali. (2010). Bamboo People. Watertown,
MA: Charlesbridge. 272 pp. ISBN 978-158089-328-2 (Hard Cover); $16.95.
Tu Reh has been waiting a long time to kill Burmese
soldiers who massacred his people. When his travel
in the bamboo forests of Burma places Chiko in his
path, Tu Reh finally has his opportunity.
Providing readers with an age appropriate look at
what it means to be a soldier is one of the notable
features of this finely paced adventure story. It also
manages to convey quite a bit of information about
the conflict between the Karenni people, one of the
minority groups in Burma, and the government that
is attempting to wipe them out. For teachers looking
for books that explore contrasting perspectives on
the same event, this is a book for you. We begin this
story with Chiko's kidnapping and placement in
the Burmese army. Just when we are comfortable
with Chiko's depiction of their training and mission,
we move to Tu Reh's story. Chiko is supposed to
kill people like Tu Reh. Tu Reh and his best friend,
Sa Reh, burn with rage and have fantasies about

revenge. In fact, exacting revenge on the army that
destroyed his village is a primary litmus test for
determining one's value for the boys in Tu Reh's
camp. Perkins does an excellent job of painting a
realistic picture of the horrors of war without leaving
middle school students out of the equation. Purchase
this grim book on war for both middle school and
high school libraries.

Carson, Mary Kay. (2010). The Bat Scientists. Photography by Tom Uhlman. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin. 80 pp. ISBN 978-0-547-19956-6
(Hard Cover); $18.99.
When I first moved to Michigan, I was horrified
to learn that some of my in-laws regularly killed
bats with tennis rackets. Some even believed that
bats would fly into their hair. Our own first home
in Allegan, Michigan entertained a bat or two. We
did not smack them with rackets, however. We
opened the window or door and our winged friend
would fly out within minutes. The Bat Scientists
is written for my in-laws and thousands of people
just like them.

Ed Spicer teaches first-grade students at North Ward Elementary School in Allegan, Michigan.
He also runs a teen book group at Allegan High School and coordinates the high school literacy contest for high school authors and artists. He has been a member of the Teen Read Week
Committee, the Michael L. Printz Committee (2005), Best Books for Young Adults (2006-2008),
and the Randolph Caldecott Committee (2009 ). Ed gives presentations on books to schools,
universities, libraries, and even groups like the American Chemical Society ( on teaching
visual literacy). Currently, Ed is a member of the Notable Children,s Book Committee of the
Association for Library Services to Children, a division of the American Library Association.
Ed,s website address is: www.spicyreads.org. Feel free to contact Ed at: info@spicyreads.org.
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As much as I admire and understand bats, however,
this book fills me with new respect for bat scientists!
I cannot imagine walking in fecal matter filled with
beetles that quickly remove all traces of footprints
and even gnaw the flesh off the bones of baby
Mexican free-tailed bats unfortunate enough to fall
into these living guano piles. Have I mentioned the
humid, 100-degree temperature or the persistent and
dangerous ammonia smell? Carson explores basic
bat biology, general facts about natural predators
of bats, bat life cycle in nature, myths associated
with bats, bat benefits, cave dynamics, and various
famous bat locations, such as Bracken Bat Cave
(largest colony of bats in the world), Saltpeter Cave,
Laurel Cave, and several bat bridges. Bat scientists
are desperately trying to understand the cause of
White-Nose Syndrome, a fungal disease that may
drive several species of bats into extinction. We also
learn that wind energy, which is seen as an exceptional green form of energy, is responsible for killing
thousands of bats. The blades are not smacking the
bats in mid flight. Often the bats have no external
injuries. Scientists suspect the spinning blades cause
the air pressure to drop too rapidly for the bats'
lungs and their lungs simply explode. This book is
part of the FABULOUS Scientists in the Field series
and as with all titles in this series, the text is informative and conversational. The photography and
graphics are excellent. Add this book to any library
anywhere in the country for students of any age!

Nelson, S.D. (2010). Black Elk's Vision: A Lakota
Story. New York: Abrams. 56 pp. ISBN 9780-8109-8399-1 (Hard Cover); $16.99.
Black Elk's vision does not flinch from the truth but
neither does it victimize the Lakota people. Extensive notes and references, including a detailed timeline, provide students with a rich historical document that tells the story of the Lakota people. The
illustrations are gorgeous and the text is liberally
sprinkled with quotes directly from Black Elk. Beginning with the cover, continuing with the endpapers,
moving to the title page, and traveling through the
entire book to the back cover art, we have one of the
most beautifully designed books of the year. Paper
quality, page design, artwork, and photography work
together beautifully in this book. Nelson tells readers
of Black Elk's vision framed around primary source
quotes from Black Elk himself. Nelson presents
this vision using first person text, which will have
the effect of making this story more assessable for
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younger readers. For students who think the term,
"circle of life" is some Disney concept, they will see
this term framed around the unspeakable and horrific way the Lakota were treated by Whites, which
should make for interesting discussions. Purchase
this book for elementary, middle school, and even
high school libraries.

Gill, David Macinnis. (2010). Black Hole Sun.
New York: HarperCollins/Greenwillow. 352
pp. ISBN 978-0-06-167304-7 (Hard Cover);
$16.99.
Baby-eating Draeu stalk the miners on the bleak,
south pole of Mars forcing them to engage the
services of Durango, a
renegade mercenary with
.. Roch·t, reade" lo""" frontiers ... adion-pad..ed.""
a hardcore code of honor.
-S111;o11m· Collim. author of The /-lunger Carnes
However, bringing in Durango risks exposure of the
miners' secret treasure,
which the Draeu would
also like to steal. Strong
women characters are an
essential element of the
novel, particularly Vienne,
Durango's second-incommand partner and love
interest (even if Durango
has not quite admitted
this to himself). The action
stops only long enough to
build a very believable and
bleak world on Mars. As in
Gill's Soul Enchilada, readers will find humor woven
into the narrative thread that dances gracefully
with grim setting and violent battles. Gill's dialog
is especially witty and will force readers into loud
guffaws whether they want to or not. Purchase this
one for both middle school and high school libraries.
The exceptional glowing cover will ensure that sci-fi
fans find this quick and satisfying read.
Matti, Truus. (2010). Departure Time. South
Hampton, New Hampshire: NAMELOS. 212
pp. ISBN 978-1-60898-087-1 (Hard Cover);
$18.95.
Mouse is, shall we say, not in Kansas anymore.
She finds herself in a hotel staffed by a talking fox
and a rat. Mouse is not sure how she got here, and
as time passes, she begins to suspect that fox and
rat are holding secrets from her. However, readers,
just when we think we are in a fairly typical animal
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fantasy, we hear the screams and anger of a 10-yearold girl whose father has failed her in unforgivable
fashion. When Mouse lashes out in a fit of anger, her
father dies, and guilt and anger fill Mouse. Readers
wander back and forth between the very real world
in which fathers break promises and die and the
surreal world of talking foxes and rats that slowly
reveal the path toward healing and forgiveness. Part
mystery, part fantasy, and part gritty realistic fiction, Departure Time will not leave readers anytime
soon after the last fascinating page is turned. While
the subject matter of this book is appropriate for all
ages, the sophistication of the story makes it more
suitable for middle school and high school readers.
NAMELOS is a new publisher focusing on distributing downloaded books (e-Books). It is founded by
Stephen Roxburgh who is responsible for many of
the award-winning books published by Front Street
Books. This book is worth tracking down, and if your
library has developed fans of e-Books, check out the
NAMELOS website (www.namelos.com). You may
also want to track down POD by Stephen Wallenfels,
also by N amelos.

Bolden, Tanya. (2010). Finding Family. New York:
Bloomsbury. 192 pp. ISBN 978-1-599-90318-7
(Hard Cover); $15.99.
Delana does not know her parents. Aunt Tilley has
provided Delana with a very comfortable picture of
who she is, but when Aunt Tilley dies, Ambertine,
"Trash and trouble," is asking Delana to look deeper.
Tanya Bolden, like Walter Dean Myers and many
others, collects old photographs of Black people that
she finds. In this novel she uses these photographs
as characters in her novel. The inserted portraits
of Black people from Bolden's large collection of
photographs match this book exceptionally well. It
is almost as if these pictures come from Bolden's
own family. The historical details are evocative and
the writing is lush. The creativity with using the
pictures as characters, however, is what has me
reviewing this book. Purchase this one for middle
school and even elementary libraries.

Anderson, Laurie Halse. (2010). Forge. New York:
Simon and Schuster/Atheneum. 297 pp. ISBN
978-1-4169-6144-4 (Hard Cover); $16.99.
Forge is the sequel to Chains. Chains is a National
Book Award finalist. While Forge did not make the
NBA list this year, this omission should not lead
readers to expect any less of this book. Forge is
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better than Chains! Curzon is the slave in Chains
who encourages Isabel to become a spy. At the end of
Chains, Curzon is in prison and Isabel rescues him.
Isabel slips away to find her sister, and Forge begins
with Curzon out of prison but alone. Readers who
have not read Chains will not have any difficulty at
all understanding this story. Readers who have read
Chains will be happy that some of the same structure that works so well in Chains is present in Forge.
The chapters begin with primary source quotes from
Washington and others. The quotes in this book
still feel fresh and frame the lightning quick action
adroitly. Curzon is an escaped slave. Both he and
Isabel are free, but
their freedom is tenuLAURIE HA LSI
ous and each knows
that "This freedom
CJUI/1.S
could kill us" (p. 5).

ANDERSON

Unsure of whom
to trust-both the
redcoats and revolutionaries are capable
of selling Curzon to
slave traders-Curzon
is rudderless. He
works driving a supply
wagon for a thief who
has not paid him for
his work. He steals
his pay in the form of
buckles and spoons
and heads off toward Albany, Curzon finds himself
hiding as a young colonist is about to be killed by a
redcoat. Even though he should remain hidden, he
throws a rock at the redcoat, which throws off the
soldier's aim and allows the young boy to kill the
redcoat. Turns out this boy, Ebenezer, is the nephew
of a sergeant. Curzon finds himself as a soldier
fighting the British and on his way to Valley Forge.
After Ebenezer's uncle dies, Curzon is sold back into
slavery and meets up again with Isabel. Once again
this book is impeccably researched and includes
discussion on the intersection between fiction and
history (Yes, African Americans did fight for the
Patriots in an integrated army). The language puts
readers in the time period, but it does not hinder the
pace or impede the action. We explore our country's
history in all its glory and imperfection. Forge is a
perfect title for a book whose setting is largely in
Valley Forge, with Curzon forging his freedom one
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link at a time. Happily there will be a third book
in this series, allowing readers to discover what
the consequences may be in store for Isabel and
Curzon. While this book will be used as a read aloud
in elementary school classrooms, the action is so
compelling and the writing so crisp, that both middle
school and high school students will also enjoy this
historical thriller.

Collins, Suzanne. (2010). Mockingjay. New York:
Scholastic. 272 pp. ISBN 978-0-06-179105-5
(Hard Cover); $15.99.
Katniss and Peeta have been fighting for their lives
in the first two books. They have been forced to kill
against their nature and better judgment. Now Katniss is forced to allow herself to serve as the symbol
of resistance, which essentially puts her in the path
of death once again. Peeta has been hijacked to see
Katniss as the one responsible for all that is evil in
his own life. Inevitably both Peeta and Katniss will
be subject to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. I think
Collins handles this aspect of the story quite well. I
am also a fan of the way that she co-opts Katniss into
becoming an advertisement for war and resistance,
which will eventually have her ensuring that the
Hunger Games continue. Seeing war as a political
element that can be used to rally the troops is not too
much different from what we see today. Fighting to
make the country safe or fighting against an evil bad
guy becomes a more honorable way to make a living,
and we see enlistment numbers rise as the economic
index plunges. Fighting for your country seems like
the only honorable choice-we see this especially
clearly in the portrayal of Gale. This part of the story
resonates with me and makes me see the writing
skill. War becomes a device to keep people from
thinking about the fact that resources are scarce. It
is easier to appeal to fear than to appeal to the need
to band together, cooperate and figure out how to
move forward. War is like this, and it is exactly like
this in Collins' world, especially in this last book.
That said, there is a tremendous disconnect between
the Peeta of the first two books and the Peeta that
is in Mockingjay. Collins doesn't really set up the
situation of his hijacking in a way that continues to
allow readers to see him as a real human being. I
understand that Katniss is the narrator but I still
want more details out of Peeta that will help me
understand his transformation into a character that
attempts to strangle Katniss. Collins misses the
mark for me. Gale's slow evolution into becoming
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exactly like the enemy makes it far too easy to know
that Katniss will not choose him. Consequently
the whole, "Who will Katniss choose?" element of
the story completely falls apart. The fact that she
chooses Peeta is anticlimactic-I found myself hoping that Katniss would choose "None of the above."
In the first two books, I was turning pages and
staying up way too late reading. This one is harder to
finish because the action is absent and the emotional
core of the book seems so distant. I do not care about
either Gale or Peeta and Katniss's PR work is not
nearly as interesting.
I am glad I finished the book and I highly recommend the series. I see strength in the way it sees
war as a combination of physical brutality and a
tool for the ruling party or person to manipulate the
populace and stay in power. Especially interesting
is the fact that both Coin and Snow plan to continue
the Hunger Games. In this third book, war even has
the power to force Katniss to stop acting according to
her own instincts and do the bidding of others (Coin).
Peeta obviously is drugged and tortured to the point
that even though he ends up with Katniss, PTSD
may destroy the relationship. Consequently, this is
a book that I appreciate more than love. I love the
second book best for the rip-roaring adventure and
the sophisticated political, social world that features
romance, war, politics, and ethics. The series is in
that must-read category, even with the third book
that is not as good as I wanted it to be.

Ness, Patrick. (2010). Monsters of Men: Chaos
Walking: Book Three. London: Walker
Books. 603 pp. ISBN 978-1-4063-1027-6
(Hard Cover); L14.99. [Note: I was fortunate
enough to receive a finished copy of the
British edition; the U.S. edition is published
by Candlewick and is now available, ISBN
978-0-7636-4 751-3, $18.99]
While much of last year's buzz focused exclusively
on Suzanne Collins's trilogy that started with The
Hunger Games, it is Ness's series that began with
The Knife of Never Letting Go that has me swooning.
Our two heroes, Viola and Todd, are left hanging
at the end of the second book ( The Ask and the
Answer). Mayor Prentiss loves war and conquest. He
is determined to mold Todd in his image. However,
the resistance, led by Mistress Coyle is equally
determined to thwart his efforts. Both sides work to
exterminate the other. Viola and Todd struggle to
keep both sides alive despite overwhelming obstacles
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and cultures that refuse to find any common ground.
In this book Ness introduces a new narrator, a new
voice that is seen in glimpses in the previous books.
That voice is the Spackle, an alien species that
Mayor Prentiss has battled before and used as slave
labor. This voice, Sky or Land, introduces a new
dimension to the story. Tired of being abused, tired
of seeing their Land destroyed, they move to the
offensive with much greater numbers, but without
the technology that Viola's people wield. This forces
an uneasy alliance between Mayor Prentiss and
Mistress Coyle, but gives Viola and Todd new headaches because they now have another group of people
to keep alive. It is, however, war and war comes with
carnage. Readers will see parallels in this book to
our problems in the Middle East or in the genocide
in Rwanda and in countless other situations both
past and present. Told in alternating chapters that
are often as short and explosive as a bomb burst,
Viola and Todd grapple with serious ethical questions germane to ending the conflict. Is war ever
justified? Are we killing people because it is easier
to kill than to take the time to understand? Does
compromise mean that we are too weak to stick up
for what we know to be right? Or is compromise the
tool of civilized people who recognize the inherent
truth that we are all unique and, by definition, can
never agree 100 percent on any course of action? Is
there ever a time when compromise is wrong? Readers have already discovered in the second book that
Ness does not provide any easy answers. The Mayor
is a character with dimension. His arguments for
the necessity and the practicality of war cannot be
dismissed easily. Each argument is given depth and
nuance that has readers constantly checking their
own moral compasses.
Beneath all the talk of war, we have the developing
romance between Todd and Viola, two characters
who have each sacrificed so much that they may
have little left to offer each other. This sophisticated
series will find a good home in high school libraries,
and those very intelligent middle school readers will
bless you for keeping the series in middle school
libraries as well.
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Wells, Rosemary with Secundino Fernandez.
(2010). My Havana: Memories of a Cuban
Boyhood. Illustrated by Peter Ferguson.
Boston: Candlewick. 65 pp . ISBN 978-0-76364305-8 (Hard Cover); $17.99.
Anyone who has moved from a loved neighborhood or
home will appreciate the wistful, lyrical novel based
on the memories of architect, Secundino Fernandez
with whom Wells collaborated to craft this beautiful
story. Dino's grandfather, Marcelino, has built the
homes of presidents. Dino loves these buildings,
loves touching them, and loves sketching them.
He sketches throughout Havana, the Paris of his
heart. Dino's uncle in Madrid falls off a roof, and the
family is compelled to travel to Spain to help . For 2
years Dino salutes Franco, though he is never quite
sure why this is required. Madrid treats him like a
thief and Dino feels like he will be stuck in Madrid
forever. When their restaurant manager informs the
family that he can no longer manage their business,
Dino moves back to Havana, delighted but almost
overwhelmed by the color. However this Havana is
now in the process of switching from one dictator to
another.
Fulgencio Batista is about to be deposed by Fidel
Castro, with help from Che Guevara. Dino and
family pack their bags for New York. Havana is
gone forever. Or is it? Wells understands the value
of art and the pull of the heart for places and times
gone forever. Ferguson's artwork is heartwarming
and adds richness to this story. A story that is not
simply a memoir of Dino's love for the Havana of his
childhood, but also a story of the ways art can both
preserve memories and heal souls. This is an excellent book for elementary and middle school libraries.

Rhodes, Jewell Parker. (2010). Ninth Ward. New
York: Little, Brown. 216 pp. ISBN 978-0-31604307-6 (Hard Cover); $15.99.
Perhaps when readers learn that Ninth Ward is,
as the title implies, a book about the devastation
of hurricane Katrina, they will immediately begin
to envision the film footage of destruction and the
havoc rained upon the people of New Orleans.
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Perhaps this plants a seed that this book will be a
chronicle of hurt, loss, and governmental neglect.
What makes this book significant is the emphasis
on the resiliency and the individual character of the
Ninth Ward residents as told by the very spunky
Lanesha. Her voice sets this novel apart. Rhodes
refuses to turn the Ninth Ward residents into people
desirous of a pity party and, instead, paints them as
determined problem solvers in the middle of a huge
puzzle. What is unique and pleasantly surprising
is the optimism and the upbeat tone of this book,
despite its very clear description of the destruction.
Lanesha is an orphan who converses with ghosts and
lives with a prophet, Mama Ya-Ya, the 82 year old
mother-grandmother who has unofficially adopted
her. Mama Ya-Ya predicts that a big storm is coming
· and helps Lanesha prepare for both the storm and
life without her. The magical realism of the story is
poetic and effective in conveying both the drama of
the rising water and the indomitable spirit of Lanesha that is the book's soul. This book will find a good
home in elementary and middle school libraries.

Ward, Rachel. (2010). Num8ers. New York:
Scholastic/Chicken House. 327 pp. ISBN 9780-545-14299-1 (Hard Cover); $17.99.
Jem sees the numbers but desperately wishes it
weren't true-who wants to look in people's eyes
and see their death dates? Death has always surrounded Jem. When she was a small baby, her heroin
addicted mother was on pace to kill herself. Death,
for Jem, has always been just a matter of time.
However, when Jem, almost against her will, begins
falling in love with Spider, she begins to fantasize
about cheating death. Spider is her polar opposite in
so many ways; how could she fall for him? Spider is
tall and black; Jem is short and white. Spider always
manages to become the center of attention; Jem
likes to lurk alone. Jem's character is at once proud
and vulnerable, quick to take offense and impervious. Her no-nonsense speech pattern is direct. Jem
wishes she could be equally direct when dealing
with others, but often she cannot and this quirk
keeps her with Spider. This thrilling adventure story
uses Spider's impending death as the crux of Jem's
decision-making. However when she notices that
all the passengers intending to ride the London Eye
have today's date as their death date, Jem forces Spider to run swiftly away from the London Eye. When
the London Eye is blown up, she and Spider become
the prime suspects and now Jem has new problems.
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Piled on top of the adventure are the condiments of
predestination, the meaning of life, the value of education, the drive to become a contributing member
of society, and the issue of race. What I appreciate
about Num8ers is the trust Ward places in readers to
determine the nature of the philosophical discussion.
Ward puts into place all of the puzzle pieces and
allows the reader to enjoy them at his or her leisure.
This gripping adventure story will do best in high
school libraries. Despite a cursory description or two
of Jem and Spider having sex, this book will be found
and appreciated by middle school students as well.

Williams-Garcia, Rita. (2010). One Crazy Summer.
New York: HarperCollins/Amistad. 218 pp.
ISBN 978-0-06-076088-5 (Hard Cover); $15.99.
Williams-Garcia often tackles tough topics. Every
Time a Rainbow Dies describes Thulani's attempt to
show a rape victim that he is not like her attackers.
Williams-Garcia gets into her characters' heads and
writes poignant life into them. Her books stay with
you long after you finish.
She is, perhaps, one of
our more under-appreciated authors and I say
this knowing full well
that she is no stranger to
awards and recognition.
Jumped was a National
Book Award finalist.
Every Time A Rainbow
Dies was a BBYA top ten
book. One Crazy Summer is a National Book
Award finalist. Yet, I
think she deserves inclusion in the Laurie Halse
Anderson, Walter Dean
Myers, Chris Crutcher
circle of writers-someone we automatically think of
when we want to point to a writer who writes quality
books for students that matter.
When I finished One Crazy Summer in early October
2010, I felt the same way about this book as I did
last year about When You Reach Me. I turned the
last page and said to myself, "I just finished the
Newbery winner." One Crazy Summer is excellent!
It is a must buy for libraries serving students of all
ages. About the only knock against the book is its
cover, which makes the book seem like it is exclusively the domain of a younger audience.
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Delphine and her sisters have been sent to visit
their mother, Cecile, in Oakland, California. Cecile,
the mother who abandoned them, takes the girls
into her home but still has very little regard for her
daughters ("Don't kill yourself to get back here. Stay
out till sundown" p. 60). Delphine and her sisters
envision hugs and Disneyland and home-cooked
meals. They get Cecile who clearly does not want
them around. They get the Black Panther community center and take-out Chinese food-but only if
they use their Disneyland money to pay for it ("Fine.
I got plenty of air sandwiches here. Go on back to
the room, open your mouths, and catch one" p. 32).
Readers have plenty of reason to loathe Cecile.
Somehow during this tour de force exploration of the
explosive sixties and the Black Panther Party, we
find ourselves understanding Cecile. This happens
one detail at a time. Just as our understanding
of Cecile grows, so does Delphine. The beginning
chapters clearly set the tone of the time. The girls
are worried about becoming a "Negro spectacle" that
Big Ma has warned against. Meanwhile the Black
Panthers seek to become a very visible spectacle that
takes pride in being Black, not Negro. Delphine is
forced to confront her upbringing commencing with
what she has learned from her Pa and Big Ma, what
she sees in Cecile's neighborhood, and her experiences with the Panthers. Delphine grows into her
own person, which reflects her experiences with all
the various influences in her young life. The economy
of language in this book is exquisite. Using a single
first name and a single hug, Williams-Garcia has me
weeping-weeping because I care a great deal about
a woman that I would never want to mother my own
children. Weeping because I envision a future for
these girls and their mother and it is a future that
includes all of them together. I was right: This is the
Newbery winner for 2011!

Frazier, Sundee T. (2010). The Other Half of My
Heart. New York: Random House/Delacorte
Press. 304 pp. ISBN 978-0-385-73440-0 (Hard
Cover); $16.99.
Minerva and Keira King are twin sisters. They
love each other as only twin sisters can. Minni is
White and Keira is Black-and they are competing
against each other in the Miss Black Pearl Preteen of
America pageant.
Frazier explores race in a creative and thoughtprovoking way. The fundamental and notable question addressed is: "Just what do we mean when we
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use the word race?" While a novel featuring biracial
twins competing in a traditionally Black pageant
lends itself to a didactic, message pounding mess,
Frazier replaces the didacticism with humor and
real sisters who learn about each other in ways they
could not envision. Frazier also keeps the question of
what we mean by race in the readers' minds without
ever forgetting the details of the story. Readers of
any age will appreciate the humor of dealing with
cantankerous relatives and the dread of being forced
outside one's comfort zone-and the joy of finding
our way back home to family. This book is especially
suited for middle school libraries, but high school
freshmen and sophomores will also appreciate this
one.

Castellucci, Cecil. (2010). Rose Sees Red. New
York: Scholastic. 208 pp. ISBN 978-0-54506079-0 (Hard Cover); $17.99.
Rose's love of dancing alienates her from her friends.
She resigns herself to a solitary existence. Rose
finally meets Yrena, her Russian neighbor who
always has CIA/Russian escorts-until the girls give
them the slip one night. This is another one of those
excellent historical fiction pieces that feel as fresh as
today. Castellucci combines US-Russian Cold War
politics with dance and a strong sense of place to
create a beautiful portrait of a young girl learning
to find peace in her body, in her dreams, and with
the world around her. Most readers will delight in
the artsy defiant outsider voice of Rose-and this
element of the story is excellent. Readers also have a
vivid portrait of life in the early eighties.
Quick, Matthew. (2010). Sorta Like a Rock Star.
New York: Little, Brown. 357 pp. ISBN 9780-316-04352-6 (Hard Cover); $16.99.
Amber believes in hope or at least that is what everyone else believes about her. It is the image that she
sends to the world, but sometimes it is hard to cling
to hope when everything about you is falling apart.
Amber's mother is not a very good mom. Amber lives
in a bus because they were kicked out of the house of
yet another abusive boyfriend. Amber, however, does
not want her classmates to know her through pity;
she wants to contribute, to go to college (Bryn Mawr),
to be worthy of respect rather than pity. She teaches
English to the Korean Divas For Christ. She argues
against Joan of Old, the nasty. She writes haiku
with a Vietnam War Vet whom she gradually coaxes
back to the living with the help of her dog, Billy
Big Boy. But her dog needs an expensive operation
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and her mother dies and her efforts at hiding are
wearing. In the beginning half of the novel Amber is
chatty and the pages are filled with print; after her
mom's death the print moves away and white, empty
space takes over to match Amber's growing sense of
hopelessness-until the final upbeat finish that is
perfect for those sad book lovers. Look for this one to
show up on ESP book award list.

de Quidt, Jeremy. (2010). The Toymaker. Illus.
by Gary Blythe. New York: Random House/
David Fickling.
359 pp. ISBN 978-0-385-75180-3 (Hard Cover);
$16.99.
Last year, when reviewing The Monstrumologist by
Rick Yancey, I stated that it is a book that will have
teachers running away from it screaming and teens
screaming for more. The Toymaker is another such
book. Horror rarely finds allies among adults and it
is a very popular genre among young readers. This is
a book that I hope libraries will add to their collections because it is horror that features lyrical, almost
poetic writing of the most bleak and grim nature:
With fierce coal-black eyes the woman
stepped towards her, the blade of the knife
held flat between her thumb and finger.
Koenig put his hand out and touched the
woman's arm. She stopped at once. Still
holding onto her, he lifted his other hand
to Katta and slowly, so there could be no
misunderstanding what he meant, he said,
"Don't ever do that to her again, or she will
kill you and there will be nothing I can do
to stop her. She will wait until I am gone
and then, if you are still here, she will kill
you. Do you understand?" (pp. 128-129).
Mathias' grandfather is a gifted conjuror traveling
with a second-rate circus run by greedy dumb people.
The grandfather has a secret, a secret so huge that
telling it risks the life of Mathias despite being a
secret worth vast sums of money. Mathias's grandfather is performing one day when he sees someone
in the audience that scares him so badly that he falls
and eventually dies. Mathias watches his grandfather place a small piece of paper in his mouth in an
attempt to swallow it, but dies with the paper in his
mouth. Dr. Leiter is looking for this very piece of
paper that may be the secret promised to Mathias.
Mathias rescues the piece of paper and, of course,
Dr. Leiter discovers that he has it (thanks to a very
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evil doll, Marguerite). With the help of a servant girl,
Mathias escapes and the chase begins! Horror at
each turn of this fast-paced dark and twisted tale.

Freedman, Russell. (2010). The War To End All
Wars: World War I. Boston: Houghton Mifflin/Clarion. 176 pp. ISBN 978-0-54 7-02686-2
(Hard Cover); $22.00.
While this book certainly is not a comprehensive
account of World War I, it does provide middle school
and high school students a lucid explanation of the
cause of the war and the war's major events. Freedman also looks at the facts and models for students
the way historians use facts to propose a theory.
Freedman makes the case that World War I was a
colossal mistake and is the same war as World War
II. Whether readers agree with Freedman's analysis,
his use of historical evidence to back up his claims is
an excellent model for young historians and writers.
Especially compelling is Freedman's depiction of
a world conditioned to a strategic war plan that is
obsolete in the face of modern weapons, which makes
WWI one of the bloodiest and most gruesome wars
in history. Freedman makes excellent use of archival
photography, primary sources, newspaper headlines
of the times, and his own family history to recount
this war. While not my favorite Freedman title, I
cannot think of any books for students on WWI that
have the photographic resources and the limpid text
that this one has.
Hemphill, Stephanie. (2010). Wicked Girls: A
Novel of the Salem Witch Trials. New York:
HarperCollins/Balzer & Bray. 408 pp. ISBN
978-0-06-185328-9 (Hard Cover); $16.99.
Mercy, Margaret, and
Ann find fame, power,
and, best yet, attention
by accusing and even
condemning to death
the residents of Salem
Village. Why? Maybe
they are just wicked!
The Salem witch trials
resulted in serious legal
problems for hundreds
of Salem Village
residents. More than 20
people died. The most
powerful accusers were
the young girls who
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had fits and fainted and testified in court about the
various "witches." Hemphill's research is thorough,
and the language use, images, and events match the
history (or we are given an explanation in the end
matter). Throughout the book are "bare honey fingers" of trees and "Sirens all, we choir a cacophony."
The language takes us back to 1692 beautifully,
but still provides enough typical teen peer pressure
conflict and death threat drama to interest readers
today, from fifth graders up through adult. Already
the recipient of at least five starred reviews, look for
this one to reap more honors in January. Readers
may also wish to find Hemphill's Printz honorwinning biographical verse novel about Sylvia Plath
(Your Own, Sylvia). I have filmed an interview with
Ms. Hemphill in which she reads the first poem in
this highly recommended novel: http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=okEy0HKhDEQ.

Fusco, Kimberly Newton. (2010). The Wonder of
Charlie Anne. New York: Random House/
Knopf. 266 pp. ISBN 978-0-375-86104-8
(Hard Cover); $16.99.
Charlie Anne's mother has died and now her father
is taking her brother, Thomas, far from home to build
roads. The depression is forcing many families to
sacrifice. Charlie Anne has eaten potatoes about a
hundred different ways. Charlie Anne will be staying
with cousin Mirabel who attempts to civilize her by
reading to her from a manners book. When Old Mr.
Jolly takes a new wife, one who wears pants, red pepper pants, Charlie Anne thinks she may have a friend.
However, Rosalyn has an adopted daughter, Phoebe
and Phoebe is a Negro. Mirabel won't even think of
allowing Charlie Anne to associate with this family.
The final straw is when her Aunt Eleanor from Boston
takes her younger brother Peter to live with them, all
the while making it clear that they have no need for
girls. Charlie Anne, however, will just see about any
attempt to turn her into something she is not! As in
the Ninth Ward, reviewed above, the distinguishing
characteristic is the voice of Charlie Anne. Writers
who attempt to depict conversations between dead
people and the living often sound, of course, stiff and
unnatural. Fusco's skill is that when Anna May and
Belle, the cows, comment on the events in Charlie
Anne's day or when Charlie Anne hears the voice of
her mother moving across the river, she makes these
voices seem natural and appropriate:
When I get myself settled, with my back
lying up next to Anna May and my eyes
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feeling all happy to be filled up with the
sight of my beautiful Brown Swiss Belle,
that's when the two of them tell me how
very sorry they are that I am having
enough troubles to fill a wheelbarrow." (p.
105)
When I get to the river, I am out of breath.
I go up and sit by Mama and rest for a
minute, and I tell her about my awful day,
and she tells me she already knows about
it all, but I can tell her some more if it will
make me feel better (p. 32).
Fusco waltzes between issues of race, poverty, education, religion, and politics with skill and without ever
having any of these issues muffle the voice of Charlie
Anne. It is no accident that Charlie Anne mentions
the book, Huckleberry Finn-she is definitely Huck's
twin sister. Purchase this one for middle school and
high school libraries.

Neri, G. (2010). Yummy: The Last Days of a Southside
Shorty. New York: Lee & Low Books. 160 pp.
ISBN 978-1-58430-267-4 (Paperback); $16.95.
Yummy shoots a 14-year-old girl in Chicago's ganginfested Southside. Four feet tall and 60 pounds,
Yummy is arrested many times. He's 11. He sleeps
with a teddy, loves his granny, and adores candy.
Randy DuBurke's illustrations in this graphic novel
are superb. For example, look at the two panels on
the bottom of page
7. Yummy is in
both of those panels
quite clearly, but
the illustrations
show the duality of
his personality-a
child and a seriously
troubled child. The
text of this book
attempts to show a
very real child without denying the very
frightening aspects
of his behavior. Told
from another child's
POV, we see Yummy
as another child would see Yummy. Roger serves as
the model for looking carefully at our neighborhood
and the people in the neighborhood and presenting
them honestly. Neri provides an historical context
for Yummy's behavior that shows, rather than tells,
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of the factors that drive the behavior of someone like
Yummy (and again the artwork creates the appropriate historical mood). Yummy is based on the very
real Robert Sandifer. This book provides readers
with a way to see all of our Roberts as something
more than just another gang kid sucked down the
wrong path. Purchase this book for both middle
school and high school libraries and place a copy into
the hands of social workers and counselors. Highly
recommended!

end Arthur becomes Art, and Max develops an
appreciation for classical artist like Vincent van
Gogh. For older readers, the book features a profound exploration of the balance between technique
and exuberance, between the skill of an artist and
the passion of an artist. I also can't help but wonder
whether this book also includes a very personal
statement by Wiesner germane to the need for
established artists to explore and take risks outside
of his or her own comfort zone.

And now for a couple of picture books
that are appropriate for students of
any age:

Sidman, Joyce. (2010). Ubiquitous: Celebrating
Nature's Survivors. Illustrated by Beckie
Prange. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 32 pp.
ISBN 978-0-618-71719-4 (Hardcover) $17.00.
Beginning with the cotton string timeline on the
endpapers, proceeding through the 14 survivors
featured in the poetry, and continuing through the
glossary and author's notes, we have a book that
spans the ages. Each double page spread features a
poem often captured as part of the graphic design,
factual information about the specific survivor, and
excellent illustrations that not only portray the
organism but also capture the mood of the poems.
Here is the first poem titled, First Life/(a diamante):
"Bacteria/ancient, tiny/teeming, mixing, melding/
strands curled like ghostly hands/winking, waving,
waking/first, miraculous/Life." The text is reversed
in the center of a black circle and the black circle
is surrounded by orange cellular structures that
fade to purples and greens amid a flat, blue-gray
background. The text on the next page is black text
on a white circular background with bacteria illustrations that have slipped off the facing page. I very
much appreciate the parallel structures of the poetry
and the information and how they work together to
create an effect much bigger than their individual
parts. Look for this book to win awards this January.
There are pieces of this book that work with readers
of any age.

Wiesner, David. (2010). Art & Max. Illustrated
by the author. Boston: Houghton Mifflin/
Clarion. 32 pp. ISBN 978-0-618-75663-6.
(Hardcover) $1 7. 99.
David Wiesner's picture books are treasures! I teach
first grade, but I have always dreamed of working
with high school students using Flotsam. I would
love to have high school students write two polaropposite texts about what is happening in this book.
Art & Max is another book in which older students
will find much to appreciate, especially students
who are taking art and exploring different media.
Arthur is the older and obviously much wiser art
instructor and Max is a young, dumb kid (well, actually a lizard). Arthur is very condescending when
Max says he can draw, but allows him to attempt
to paint with him. When Max asks Arthur what to
paint, Arthur suggests that Max paint Arthur. And
Max does, literally! Not only does the book take us
through acrylic, pastel, watercolor, and India ink,
but it also exposes us to many different styles of art
in the details of each page. Art students will have
a delicious time finding all the references. Arthur
is deconstructed in several senses of the word! And
Max learns how to draw him back to order. In the
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